
Open Yard Series: 
All Things Raingardens! 

Lauren Haydon – Water Resources Educator 
Brett Stolpestad – Natural Resource Design Technician

Moderator: Cameron Blake, BCWD  



Mission Statement

 To enhance, protect, and preserve the natural 
resources of Washington County through 

conservation projects, technical guidance, and 
educational services to citizens and local 

government.
Est. 1942



Watershed Management Organizations
Washington County



Workshop Agenda:

1. Raingarden Overview  

2. Planning & Layout 

3. Plant Selection 

4. Installation 

5. Maintenance 

6. Technical Assistance & Cost Share Grants 



Section 1: 

Raingarden 
Overview 



Raingarden in Mahtomedi

Why Raingardens?

• Reduce pollution to lakes, 
rivers and streams

• Beautify your landscape
• Attract birds and butterflies



Concept - Gregg Thompson, Illustration - Taina Litwak, Animation - Ron Struss

Raingardens
(Capturing Rainwater / Stormwater )

Just like a regular planting, but able to 
absorb rainwater and breakdown pollutants



What defines a raingarden? 
Lowered perennial plantings built to capture and infiltrate rainwater 

while breaking down pollutants and providing habitat.  



Burnsville Rain Gardens - Monitoring Results

85% Volume 
Reduction!!



Often given the nickname, the “Muddy 
Mississippi”, the Mississippi River enters into 

the Twin cities clean and clear. In just a 
short 32 miles, from the confluence of the 

Mississippi River and Minnesota River 
(above photo) to the confluence of the 
Mississippi River and the St. Croix River 

(below photo), the Mississippi has become 
true to it’s name: Muddy! What do you think 
contributed to this change in water quality? 
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 A Tale of Two Rivers: 



Gulf of 
Mexico



40% of MN lakes, rivers 
& streams are impaired



One pound of phosphorus =   
500 pounds of algae

MnDNR



Impacts of changes in land cover



How can YOU make a difference? 



Section 2: 

Planning 
& Layout



Places to Avoid
Building a 

Raingarden  

- Next to trees/beneath trees

- On top of utilities/septic 

fields/wells

- Within 10 ft of your house if 

you have a basement

- Over areas of shallow 

bedrock or shallow 

groundwater (areas that 

frequently flood) 



Driveway Diversion

Where would you put a raingarden?



Project planning & Garden design



Street

Stormdrain

LOCATIONS for 
RAINGARDENS:



How big should my rain 
garden be?



Sizing
Shortcut

1. Assume a rain event of about 1”
2. Estimate the surface area of your roof, driveway, and/or other impervious surfaces to be 

routed to your rain garden.
3. Do a percolation test to observe how much water soaks into your soil over a 24-hour period.
4. Divide the square footage of your drainage area by the depth of your rain garden (determined 

by the percolation test)
5. The result is the approximate area (in square feet) needed to capture the average runoff 

volume during a 1” rain event. 



Infiltration test Test
1. Dig a hole roughly 8” x 8” (coffee can size)
2. Fill with water and mark the starting water level
3. Measure how far the water level drops over a set 

time interval (30 minutes, 1 hour, 2 hours, etc.)
4. Take your rate of fall (ex. 1 inch of drop over 4 

hours) and multiply by 24 to get total amount of 
infiltration over a 24 hour period. 

1 inch
4 hrs

24 hrs
 day = 6 inches/dayX



Example in section



Photo credit: Blue Thumb Program



Photo credit: Blue Thumb Program



Designed by WCD



Before: After:



Raingarden with downspout connection



Dry creek



Brown’s Creek Watershed DistrictDry creek



Section 3: 

Plant 
Selection



Pre-settlement Native 
Plant Communities

In nature, plants                            commonly 
grow in                          association with a                            
particular group of                                 
other compatible plants.                        
These communities are                          
found where specific                  
environmental conditions                        exist 
(e.g. soils, topography, climate, water)

Big Woods

Oak Openings & Barrens

Prairie

Wet Meadow



Remaining Native 
Plant Communities

Vegetation removal 
and soil disturbance 
(and soil compaction) 
reduces the amount  
of runoff absorbed, 
increasing 
sediment-laden runoff 
into lakes, streams & 
wetlands.                        



Roots of Native Prairie Plants

Conservation Research Institute and Heidi Natura

Kentucky Bluegrass



David Dods, URS

Aster species

Purple coneflower

Cardinal Flower
Yellow coneflower



Common Milkweed  
Asclepias syriaca

Marsh milkweed 
Asclepias incarnata

Butterfly Milkweed  
Asclepias tuberosa

Whorled Milkweed  
Asclepias verticillata



Shady to Partial Shade

Lady Fern
Photo courtesy of Rusty Schmidt & Dan Shaw

Wild 
Geranium

Culver’s Root

Columbine

Fox Sedge



Partial Sun to Partial Shade

Culver’s Root

Sprengel’s Sedge Bottle Gentian

Blue 
Lobelia Turtlehead



Full Sun

Black-eyed 
Susan

Prairie 
Dropseed

Anise Hyssop Butterflly Milkweed

Lance leaf Coreopsis Pale Purple 
Coneflower



Full Sun

Meadow Blazing Star Side Oats 
Grama

Early Sunflower

Azure AsterPrairie Blazing Star Little Bluestem



Incorporate native plants
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Pick the best 
plant for the 
location



● Habitat ✔
● Size ✔
● Range map ✔
● Detailed 

descriptions and 
photos ✔

● Bloom time ✔
● Plants searchable 

by dozens of 
criteria (bloom 
time, flower color 
and shape, 
taxonomy, etc.) ✔

Minnesota Wildflowers
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.in
fo/

Helpful
Resources 

https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/


● Size ✔
● Sun ✔
● Moisture ✔
● Height ✔
● Bloom time ✔
● Spacing ✔
● Advantages (wildlife 

benefit, garden 
suitability, 
aggressiveness, 
etc.) ✔

Helpful
Resources 

Prairie Moon Nursery
https://www.prairiemoon.com/

https://www.prairiemoon.com/


Helpful
Resources 

Blue Thumb Plant 
Finder
https://bluethumb.org/plants/

● Sun ✔
● Moisture ✔
● Type (forb, fern, grass, 

woody, vine) ✔
● Bloom time and color 
✔

https://bluethumb.org/plants/


● Resources for 
gardening with 
natives plants ✔

● Plant sale info ✔
● Links to helpful 

books, videos, and 
materials ✔

● You can become a 
member! 

Helpful
Resources 

Wild Ones
http://www.wildonestwincities.org/

http://www.wildonestwincities.org/


Need plants? 
Landscape Revival Native Plant Expo and Market 

•Sept 12 | 9am-1pm – Shoreview
•Sept 19 | 9am-1pm – Oakdale City Hall

And many local native nurseries! 
Visit your local Wild Ones chapter website for more information. 





Red Osier Dogwood Wild plum

Red mapleWhite oak



Questions related to 
raingarden planning or plant 
selection? 

*Please use the 
chat function



Section 4: 

Installation 



•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Raingardens – Installation Video

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1a6heAV-EgDG2oXO-8ei0frG0VB3yqCbE/preview


Photo & info: Douglas Owens-Pike

Herbicide Sheet Mulching

Sod CutterSolarization



Site Preparation: 
● Eliminating Invasive Weeds: 

○ Removal of species such as reed canary grass, crown 

vetch, or buckthorn take time and persistence

○ Plan for eradication to take an entire growing season

● Eliminating Turf: 

○ Sod Removal (manual or gas powered) 

■ Most landfills & compost sites do NOT take sod

○ Smother (Sheet mulching OR Solarizing) 

■ less labor intensive, better for soil health

■ Requires entire growing season

○ Herbicide (Glyphosate based formula) 

■ Cheap and cost effective. Be cautious of drift. 



Excavation & Grading 
***ALWAYS call before you dig! 

● Based on the results of your infiltration test, dig the outline of the 

RG to the desired depth (6”-12”)

● Grade edges using a 3:1 slope

○ Ex. 6” depth → 18” width from edge to bottom of basin 

● Loosen an additional 18” of soil and ammend with 3” of compost

● Create berm if needed. Set outlet 1-2” lower than inlet. 



Mulching & Planting Tips 

● Always mulch first to reduce soil compaction! 

● Use double shredded hardwood mulch, aim for 3” 

● Avoid the allure of free mulch, they often have invasive species 

● Layout your garden before planting to ensure proper spacing

● For most grasses and flowers, space them out 18” apart 

○ Shrubs, 3-4” ft 

● Avoid mulch volcanoes, don’t build up around the plant



Section 5: 

Maintenance 

*Remember, raingardens are 

LOW maintenance, not NO 

maintenance 



First Year 
Maintenance

● Water plants regularly, 1” /week 

● During large rain events, 

consider cutting a notch in the 

berm (lower than the overflow) 

to prevent saturation of seedlings

● Weed! As the plants grow and fill 

in, you’ll need to do this less 

often 



Annual 
Maintenance

● Maintain 3” of mulch for weed 

suppression 

● Spring pruning. Leave dead 

material for winter wildlife 

habitat and food 

● Remove or replace plants that are 

not thriving. 

● Sediment removal

● Inlet clean out

● Take photos to track progress! 



Section 6: 

Technical 
Assistance & 

Cost Share Grants



Washington Conservation District  
Raingarden: 

•Installed in 2014. 
•Cost Share assistance provided by 
Ramsey Washington Metro 
Watershed District. 

•1,600 sq ft basin collects parking lot 
runoff. 

20162014

2018 2018

Designed by WCD



How do I get started?  

1. WCD site visits
1. Contact your local SWCD to schedule a free site visit 

and consultation. Visit www.mnwcd.org 

2. Watershed District cost-share grants
1. If there is potential for a water quality project, the SWCD 

staff will provide you information about the cost share 
programs for your watershed district. 



Watershed Management Organizations
Washington County



Site Visit



Concept Example



Questions?
Lauren Haydon – lhaydon@mnwcd.org
Brett Stolpestad - bstolpestad@mnwcd.org
Cameron Blake - cblake@mnwcd.org 

For more information visit:
  
Washington Conservation District – www.mnwcd.org
Brown’s Creek Watershed District - www.bcwd.org

mailto:lhaydon@mnwcd.org
mailto:bstolpestad@mnwcd.org
mailto:cblake@mnwcd.org
http://www.mnwcd.org

